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The translators wish to dedicate their translation to Petey and to Nathan’s children




A Note on This Edition

The translators of Fortress Besieged, Jeanne Kelly and Nathan K. Mao, used the Wade-Giles romanization system for Chinese characters in their translation, which they first published in 1979. According to this romanization scheme, the author’s name is spelled Ch’ien Chung-shu. Since 2000, the international community has used Pinyin as the standard romanization style for Chinese characters. In this edition, the Pinyin spelling of the author’s name, Qian Zhongshu, appears on the title-page as a cataloguing reference but throughout the text the translators’ original Wade-Giles transliteration of Chinese names and places has been kept intact.




Foreword

1937 was a hellish year for China. After years of threats and corrosive expansion into Chinese territory, the Japanese finally moved to all-out war, first in the Peking region, and soon after in Shanghai. In the north, Japanese armies moved swiftly to consolidate the region under a collaborationist government and the following year – despite a Chinese effort to slow them down by blowing up the dikes on the Yellow River – pressed south-west to the strategic rail and river junction of Wuhan. In the Shanghai region, Chinese resistance was far fiercer, and casualties on both sides were enormous. But by the late fall of 1937, the Chinese troops had crumbled, and the Japanese advanced triumphantly through the largely abandoned defensive lines to the Nationalist capital of Nanking. There, in December 1937, the infamous ‘Rape of Nanking’ brought death or agonizing humiliation to hundreds of thousands of Chinese men, women and children. In 1938, the Japanese established a collaborationist regime in Nanking, echoing the one already set up in the north. Having lost Wuhan to the Japanese, the Chinese Nationalist armies retreated still deeper upriver through the Yangtse gorges, establishing a new national capital at Chungking in Szechwan province.

It is into this bleak setting that Ch’ien Chung-shu unceremoniously tosses his hapless hero Fang Hung-chien. Fang has been somewhat aimlessly studying literature and philosophy in Europe for a year or so, living comfortably off cash gifts from relatives, but never assembling a valid number of course credits. Pressured to get his degree, he finally creates his own diploma by adapting a phony one from a fraudulent correspondence college. In 1937, he returns to China on a French boat via Singapore and Hong Kong with neither goals nor prospects, having learned a little about this and that but nothing about life itself. His family, meanwhile, has sought shelter from the widening war by moving from the countryside to the area of Shanghai known as the ‘Foreign Concessions’, controlled by French and British interests, which the Japanese had bypassed, restricting their assaults to the Chinese-controlled areas of the huge city. But weighted by his fake degree, and with no real skills or source of income, in mid 1938 Fang leaves Shanghai for a teaching job at ‘San Lü’, a small university he has never heard of, deep inland in Hunan province. There he gets engaged to be married, but also loses his job. Disconsolately, he returns again to Shanghai, after a hurried wedding in Hong Kong, only to watch bemusedly as his marriage collapses.

Fortress Besieged is an intricately crafted comic picaresque novel that – like any major work of art – operates on a whole series of levels at once. One level is clearly autobiographical. Ch’ien Chung-shu, like his fictional protagonist Fang, was also from a scholarly family in central China, and went abroad to study in Oxford and Paris in the mid 1930s, returning to China in early 1938. Unlike Fang, Ch’ien was an accomplished scholar of both Chinese and English literature, and had obtained his B.Litt. degree at Oxford with a thesis on the depictions of China in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British literature. But like Fang, Ch’ien Chung-shu taught for a time early in the war in the interior, joining a group of refugee scholars from Shanghai and Peking who had set up a university-in-exile in the south-western city of Kunming. After a stint there, and another at a college in Hunan, Ch’ien returned to Shanghai (in 1941) where he taught and wrote until the end of the war. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, in December 1941, the Japanese took over the former foreign concession areas, and interned the foreigners. Ch’ien thus lived and wrote in an area controlled by the collaborationist Nanking regime, but he seems to have avoided – like the fictional Fang – becoming either a member of the resistance or a collaborator. Instead he kept his profile low and wrote and studied in the privacy of his home – together with his wife, the distinguished playwright and translator Yang Chiang – and consorted with a small group of highly educated Chinese scholars and artists. (In 1949 he and his wife decided to stay in China, and spent the rest of their lives under Communist rule.)

Another level at which the novel operates is historical. Though Ch’ien keeps the war offstage throughout most of his book, and there are no battle scenes, and no dramatic confrontations with guerrilla forces, collaborationists or the Japanese themselves, the war remains everywhere. The effects of war are most subtly conveyed in the magnificent chapters that recount the journey made by Fang and four companions, as they travel by bus, boat, on foot, and by sedan chair, for several weeks in their quest to find the presumed haven of San Lü. Though Ch’ien does not emphasize the topics, the alert reader will observe numerous examples of civilian profiteering, military graft, the ripple-effect of the needless destruction of Changsha, and the constant threat of being arrested and interrogated that Fang and his companions face. Elsewhere in the novel, one can also find references to the dreaded interrogation centre run by the Japanese and their collaborators in the suburbs of Shanghai, and note the pressures on journalists and writers to conform to the collaborationist party line. Underlying these themes, at least for many Chinese readers, would have been the fact that the phrase ‘Fortress Besieged’ (Chinese: ‘Wei-ch’eng’) had been most prominently used by a Chinese poet back in 1842 to describe the city of Nanking when it was besieged by the British after their defeat of China in the first of the so-called ‘opium wars’. Thus shame and national humiliation would have been very much in people’s thoughts.

At a third level, the book is about Chinese intellectuals, and about the baleful effects of the excessive adaptation of Western literary and aesthetic theories that Ch’ien felt had corroded the integrity of the Chinese, compounding the disarray of their culture, which was already reeling under the collapse of the Confucian value-system. Fang himself is innocent in the sense that he always claims he knows too little to give informed opinions on cultural matters, but such inhibitions are not felt by any of his friends and colleagues. Fang is surrounded by puffed-up pedants and phony scholars, whose self-important diction and mindless comments drive several of the funniest sections of the novel. Many of the people whom Fang encounters on his travels can be readily recognized as real figures from the Chinese literary and academic world of the time, but in his own preface to the novel Ch’ien counsels the reader not to see Fortress Besieged as a roman-à-clef.

At yet another level, this is a book about the relationships between men and women, and about sex and marriage. Fang’s agonized and disastrous romances, crammed as they are with misunderstandings and absurd expectations, are brilliantly rendered and often heartbreaking despite their satirical colouration. The last fifty or so pages of the novel are surely one of the finest descriptions of the disintegration of a marriage ever penned in any language. One critic has observed that Ch’ien was led into his particular mode of anti-romantic pessimism by his broad reading of British novels during his time at Oxford, especially the works of Evelyn Waugh and Aldous Huxley, and there is surely some truth to that. It may also be pertinent that while Ch’ien was working away at Fortress Besieged one of his closest friends in Shanghai, an expert on Flaubert, was completing his translations of both Madame Bovary and L’Education sentimentale. At the same time, we must acknowledge that the details of the botched relationships, and the weight of a variety of family pressures on the indecisive Fang, remain recognizably and strictly Chinese in flavour.

Lastly, and perhaps most off-puttingly, Fortress Besieged is awash, almost from the first page, with images of bile, vomit and phlegm. Human bodies – and not just Fang’s – are continually revealing their fallibility through their mouths and their nostrils. There is seasickness, airsickness, carsickness, drunken vomiting, babies’ spittle and drool, and snot, and there is nothing the reader can do but wince and move on. One might argue that there are some deliberate echoes of Jonathan Swift here, and that may be true, since Ch’ien was indubitably an expert in British eighteenth-century literature as well as modern. But often there is more than satire in these moments. Ch’ien seems determined to remind us of the impossibilities of human purity, and of the fact that our ecstasies are forever doomed to conjure up their opposites.

When Fortress Besieged was published in 1947, although the Japanese had been defeated, China was once more enmeshed in a vicious civil war that ultimately brought the Communists to victory. It was a time of cruelty and chaos, as the late thirties had been. But Ch’ien had completed his task. He had created a novel of originality and spirit, of wit and integrity, one that clearly has earned its place amongst the masterworks of twentieth-century Chinese literature, and can be read on its own merits within the most demanding of global contexts. It has been long out of print in English, and the publishers have rendered a true service in making it available once again to fresh circles of readers. Fortress Besieged may not be able to tell us where China is heading now, but it can certainly tell us what China went through on the way.


Jonathan Spence

Yale University

6 September 2003






Author’s Preface

In this book I intended to write about a certain segment of society and a certain kind of people in modern China. In writing about these people, I did not forget they are human beings, still human beings with the basic nature of hairless, two-legged animals. The characters are of course fictitious, so those with a fondness for history need not trouble themselves trying to trace them out.

The writing of this book took two years altogether. It was a time of great grief and disruption, during which I thought several times of giving up. Thanks to Madame Yang Chiang, who continuously urged me on while holding other matters at bay, I was able through the accumulation of many small moments to find the time to finish it. This book should be dedicated to her. But lately it seems to me that dedicating a book is like the fine rhetoric about offering one’s life to one’s country, or handing the reins of the government back to the people. This is but the vain and empty juggling of language. Despite all the talk about handing it over, the book remains like the flying knife of the magician – released without ever leaving the hand. And when he dedicates his work in whatever manner he chooses, the work is still the author’s own. Since my book is a mere trifle, it does not call for such ingenious disingenuousness. I therefore have not bothered myself about the dedication.


Ch’ien Chung-shu

15 December 1946






Translators’ Preface

Ch’ien Chung-shu ranks among the foremost twentieth-century Chinese novelists, and his novel Wei-ch’eng (Fortress Besieged) is one of the greatest twentieth-century Chinese novels. After receiving extensive treatment of his works in C. T. Hsia’s A History of Modern Chinese Fiction in 1961, Ch’ien was largely neglected until recently. The present translation of Wei-ch’eng reflects that renewed interest, and it is hoped that it will generate even greater interest in Ch’ien Chung-shu and his works.

This translation is the cooperative effort of Jeanne Kelly and Nathan K. Mao. Whereas Jeanne Kelly produced the first draft of the translation, Nathan K. Mao revised it; in addition, Mao wrote the Afterword, refined the footnotes and prepared the manuscript for publication. Despite our divided tasks, this book is our joint responsibility.

We wish to thank Professor Joseph S. M. Lau of the University of Wisconsin and Professor Leo Ou-fan Lee of Indiana University for their expert editing assistance, patience and encouragement; Chang Hsu-peng for help in the first draft of the translation; James C. T. Shu of the University of Wisconsin and Professor Mark A. Givler of Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania for reading the entire manuscript and offering their advice; Mr George Kao of the Chinese University of Hong Kong for permission to reprint Chapter 1, published in Renditions (No. 2, Spring 1974); and lastly Professor C. T. Hsia of Columbia University for supplying us with biographical and bibliographical information on Ch’ien Chung-shu.

We also wish to express our gratitude to Mr Ch’ien Chung-shu himself for reading the biographical section of the Afterword as well as the Author’s Preface during his visit to the United States in April–May of 1979. He clarified several items of biographical detail and made some corrections. We are deeply honoured that this translation has the author’s full endorsement and support.

JK Chevy Chase, Maryland

NKM Chambersburg, Pennsylvania





Le mariage est comme une forteresse assiégée;

ceux qui sont dehors veulent y entrer, et

ceux qui sont dedans veulent en sortir.





Marriage is like a fortress besieged; those

who are outside want to get in, and those

who are inside want to get out.

– French proverb






1

The Red Sea had long since been crossed, and the ship was now on its way over the Indian Ocean; but as always the sun mercilessly rose early and set late, encroaching upon the better part of the night. The night, like paper soaked in oil, had become translucent. Locked in the embrace of the sun, the night’s own form was indiscernible. Perhaps it had become intoxicated by the sun, which would explain why the night sky remained flushed long after the gradual fading of the rosy sunset. By the time the ruddiness dissipated and the night itself awoke from its stupor, the passengers in their cabins had awakened, glistening with sweat; after bathing, they hurried out on deck to catch the ocean breeze. Another day had begun.

It was toward the end of July, equivalent to the ‘san-fu’ period of the lunar calendar – the hottest days of the year. In China the heat was even more oppressive than usual. Later everyone agreed the unusual heat was a portent of troops and arms, for it was the twenty-sixth year of the Republic (1937).

The French liner, the Vicomte de Bragelonne, was on its way to China. Some time after eight in the morning, the third-class deck, still damp from swabbing, was already filled with passengers standing and sitting about – the French, the Jewish refugees from Germany, the Indians, the Vietnamese and, needless to say, the Chinese. The ocean breeze carried with it an arid heat; the scorching wind blew dry the bodies of fat people and covered them with a frosty layer of salt congealed with sweat, as though fresh from a bath in the Dead Sea in Palestine. Still, it was early morning, and people’s high spirits had not yet withered or turned limp under the glare of the sun. They talked and bustled about with great zest. The Frenchmen, newly commissioned to serve as policemen in Vietnam or in the French Concession in China,1 had gathered around and were flirting with a coquettish young Jewish woman. Bismarck once remarked that what distinguished French ambassadors and ministers was that they couldn’t speak a word of any foreign language, but these policemen, although they did not understand any German, managed to get their meaning across well enough to provoke giggles from the Jewish woman, thus proving themselves far superior to their diplomats. The woman’s handsome husband, who was standing nearby, watched with pleasure, since for the last few days he had been enjoying the large quantities of cigarettes, beer and lemonade that had been coming his way.

Once the Red Sea was passed, no longer was there fear of the intense heat igniting a fire, so, besides the usual fruit peelings, scraps of paper, bottle caps and cigarette butts were everywhere. The French are famous for the clarity of their thought and the lucidity of their prose, yet in whatever they do, they never fail to bring chaos, filth and hubbub, as witness the mess on board the ship. Relying on man’s ingenuity and entrusted with his hopes, but loaded with his clutter, the ship sailed along amidst the noise and bustle; each minute it returned one small stretch of water, polluted with the smell of man, back to the indifferent, boundless and never-ending ocean.

Each summer as usual a batch of Chinese students were returning home after completing their studies abroad, and about a dozen of them were aboard. Most were young people who had not as yet found employment; they were hastening back to China at the start of the summer vacation to have more time to look for jobs. Those who had no worries about jobs would wait until the cool autumn before sailing leisurely toward home. Although some of those on board had been students in France, the others, who had been studying in England, Germany and Belgium, had gone to Paris to gain more experience of night life before taking a French ship home. Meeting at a far corner of the earth, they became good friends at once, discussing the foreign threats and internal turmoil of their motherland, wishing they could return immediately to serve her. The ship moved ever so slowly, while homesickness welled up in everyone’s heart and yearned for release. Then suddenly from heaven knows where appeared two sets of mahjong,2 the Chinese national pastime, said to be popular in America as well. Thus, playing mahjong not only had a down-home flavour to it but was also in tune with world trends. As luck would have it, there were more than enough people to set up two tables of mahjong. So, except for eating and sleeping, they spent their entire time gambling. Breakfast was no sooner over than down in the dining room the first round of mahjong was to begin.

Up on deck were two Chinese women and one toddler, who didn’t count as a full person – at least the ship’s company did not consider him as one and had not made his parents buy a ticket for him. The younger woman, wearing sunglasses and with a novel spread on her lap, was elegantly dressed. Her skin would be considered fair among Orientals, but unfortunately it looked stale and dry; and even though she wore a light lipstick, her lips were a little too thin. When she removed her sunglasses, she exposed delicate eyes and eyebrows, and when she rose from the canvas lounge chair, one could see how slight she was. Moreover, the outline of her figure was perhaps too sharp, as if it had been drawn with a square-nibbed pen. She could be twenty-five or twenty-six, but then the age of modern women is like the birthdates traditional women used to list on their marriage cards, whose authentication required what the experts call external evidence, since they meant nothing in and by themselves. The toddler’s mother, already in her thirties, was wearing an old black chiffon Chinese dress;3 a face marked by toil and weariness, her slanting downward eyebrows made her look even more miserable. Her son, not yet two years old, had a snub nose, two slanted slits for eyes, and eyebrows so high up and removed from the eyes that the eyebrows and the eyes must have pined for each other – a living replica of the Chinese face in newspaper caricatures.

The toddler had just learned to walk, and he ran about incessantly. His mother held him by a leather leash so that he could not run more than three or four steps without getting yanked back. Bothered by the heat, tired and irritable from pulling, the mother, whose thoughts were on her husband who was gambling down below, constantly scolded her son for being a nuisance. The child, restricted in his movements, turned and dashed toward the young woman reading the book. Ordinarily the young woman had a rather conceited, aloof expression, much like that of a neglected guest at a large party or an unmarried maiden at a wedding feast. At that moment her distaste for the child surfaced so much so that not even her sunglasses could hide it. Sensing all that, the child’s mother apologetically pulled at the strap and said, ‘You naughty child, disturbing Miss Su! Come back here! How studious you are, Miss Su! You know so much and still you read all the time. Mr Sun is always telling me, ‘‘Women students like Miss Su give China a good name. She’s beautiful and has a Ph.D. besides. Where can you ever find such nice people?’’ Here I went abroad for nothing and never even cracked a book. I keep house, and I forgot everything I’d learned as soon as I had him. Hey! You pest! I told you not to go over there. You’re up to no good. You’ll get Miss Su’s clothes all dirty for sure.’

Miss Su had always scorned the poor, simple-minded Mrs Sun and detested children, but when she heard all that, she was quite pleased. Smiling pleasantly, she said, ‘Let him come. I love kids.’

She removed her sunglasses, closed the book she had been staring at vacantly, and with utmost caution she clasped the child’s wrist before he could wipe his hands all over her clothes.

‘Where’s Papa?’ she asked him. Without answering, the child opened his eyes wide and went, ‘Poo, poo,’ at Miss Su, spitting out saliva in imitation of the goldfish blowing bubbles in the tank in the dining room. Miss Su hastily let go of his arm and pulled out a handkerchief to protect herself. His mother yanked him away, threatening to slap him. Then, sighing, she said, ‘His father is gambling down below. Where else? I can’t understand why all men like gambling so much. Just look at the ones on this boat. Every last one of them is gambling his head off. I wouldn’t mind so much if it brought in a little something. But my husband, Mr Sun, he’s already gambled away a tidy sum and he just keeps going. It makes me so mad!’

When Miss Su heard these last petty remarks, she, in spite of herself, felt a renewed contempt for Mrs Sun. ‘You know, Mr Fang does not gamble,’ she remarked coldly.

Mrs Sun turned up her nose and sniffed. ‘Mr Fang! He played too when he first got on the boat. Now he’s too busy chasing Miss Pao, so naturally he can’t spare the time. Romance is the big event of a lifetime, far more important than gambling. I just can’t see what there is about that Miss Pao, coarse and dark as she is, to make Mr Fang give up a perfectly good second-class berth for the discomforts of the third class. I see those two are getting on gloriously. Maybe by the time the boat reaches Hong Kong they’ll get married. It’s certainly a case of ‘‘fate bringing people together from a thousand li away’’.’4

Miss Su felt a painful stabbing in her heart when she heard that. To answer Mrs Sun and to console herself, she said, ‘Why, that’s quite impossible! Miss Pao has a fiancé; she told me so herself. Her fiancé even financed her studies abroad.’

Mrs Sun said, ‘She has a fiancé and is still so flirtatious? We are already antiques. At least we’ve learned something new this time. Miss Su, I’ll tell you something funny. You and Mr Fang were classmates in China. Does he always say whatever he pleases? Yesterday Mr Sun was telling Mr Fang about his poor luck in gambling, and Mr Fang just laughed at him for having been in France all these years and not knowing anything about the French superstition; Mr Fang said that if the wife is unfaithful and has an affair, the husband is sure to take first prize if he buys a lottery ticket, and he is sure to win if he gambles. And he added that if a man loses at gambling, he should take it as a consolation. When Mr Sun told me all that, I scolded him for not asking that Fang fellow just what he meant. Looking at it now, it seems Miss Pao’s fiancé could certainly take first prize in the aviation lottery. If she became Mr Fang’s wife, Mr Fang’s luck at gambling would have to be good.’ The viciousness of a kind, simplehearted soul, like gritty sand in rice or splinters in a deboned fish, can give a person unexpected pain.

‘Miss Pao’s behaviour is just too unlike a student’s. And the way she dresses is quite disgraceful –’ Miss Su remarked.

The toddler suddenly stretched his hands behind their chairs, laughing and jumping about. The two women looked around and saw that it was none other than Miss Pao coming toward them, waving a piece of candy at the child from a distance. She was wearing only a scarlet top and navy blue, skin-tight shorts; her red toenails showed through her white, open-toed shoes. Perhaps for a hot day in the tropics, this was the most sensible attire; one or two non-Chinese women on board dressed exactly like that. Miss Su felt that Miss Pao’s exposed body constituted an insult to the body politic of the Chinese nation. When men students saw Miss Pao, they burned with lewd desire, and found some relief by endlessly cracking jokes behind her back. Some called her a charcuterie – a shop selling cooked meats – because only such a shop would have so much warm-coloured flesh on public display. Others called her ‘Truth’, since it is said that ‘the truth is naked’. But Miss Pao wasn’t exactly without a stitch on, so they revised her name to ‘Partial Truth’.

As Miss Pao approached, she greeted the two women, ‘You’re sure up early. On a hot day like this, I prefer to loaf in bed. I didn’t even know when Miss Su got up this morning. I was sleeping like a log.’ She had intended to say ‘like a pig’, then on second thought decided to say ‘like a corpse’. Finally, feeling a corpse wasn’t much better than a pig, she borrowed the simile from English. She hastened to explain, ‘This boat really moves like a cradle. It rocks you until you’re so woozy all you want to do is sleep.’

‘Then you’re the precious little darling asleep in the cradle. Now, isn’t that cute!’ said Miss Su.

Miss Pao gave her a cuff, saying, ‘You! Su Tung-p’o’s little sister,5 the girl genius!’ ‘Su Hsiao-mei’ (Su’s little sister) was the nickname the men students on board had given Miss Su. The words ‘Tung-p’o’ when pronounced by Miss Pao in her South Seas accent sounded like tombeau, the French word for tomb.

Sharing a cabin with Miss Pao, Miss Su slept in the lower berth, which was much more convenient because she didn’t have to climb up and down every day; but in the last few days she had begun to hate Miss Pao, feeling Miss Pao was doing everything possible to make her life miserable – snoring so loudly she couldn’t sleep well, and turning over so heavily it seemed the upper berth would cave in. When Miss Pao hit her, she said, ‘Mrs Sun, you be the judge of who’s in the right. Here I call her ‘‘precious little darling’’ and I still get hit! To be able to fall asleep is a blessing. I know how much you enjoy sleeping, so I’m always careful never to make a sound so I won’t wake you up. You were telling me you were afraid of getting fat, but the way you like to sleep on the ship, I think you must have gained several pounds already.’

The child was yelling for the candy, and as soon as he got it into his mouth, he chewed it up. His mother told him to thank Miss Pao, but he paid no attention, so the mother had to humour Miss Pao herself. Miss Su had already noticed that the candy cost nothing. It was just a sugar cube served aboard the ship with coffee at breakfast. She despised Miss Pao for the way she put on. Not wanting to speak to Miss Pao anymore, she opened her book again, but from the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Miss Pao pulling two deck chairs over to an empty spot some distance away and arranging them side by side. She secretly reviled Miss Pao for being so shameless, but at the same time hated herself for having spied on Miss Pao.

At that point Fang Hung-chien came on deck. As he passed by Mrs Sun and Miss Su, he stopped to say a few words. ‘How’s the little fellow?’ Mrs Sun replied curtly, not paying much attention to him.

Miss Su said with a smile, ‘You’d better hurry. Aren’t you afraid someone will get impatient?’

Fang Hung-chien blushed and gave a silly smile, then walked away from Miss Su. She knew perfectly well she couldn’t keep him back, but when he left, she felt a sense of loss. Not a word of the book sank in. She could hear Miss Pao’s sweet voice and laughter and couldn’t resist looking at her again. Fang was smoking a cigarette. As Miss Pao held out her hand toward him, he pulled out his cigarette case and offered her one. Miss Pao held it in her mouth, and as he made a gesture with his fingers on the lighter to light it for her, she suddenly tilted her mouth upward, and touching her cigarette with the one he was smoking, breathed in. With the cigarette lit, Miss Pao triumphantly blew out a puff of smoke. Miss Su was so furious that chills ran through her body. Those two have no sense of shame whatsoever, she thought, right in full view of everyone using cigarettes to kiss. Unable to bear the sight any longer, she stood up and said she was going below. Actually she knew there was no place to go below the deck. People were playing cards in the dining room, and the sleeping cabins were too stuffy. Mrs Sun was also thinking of going down to her husband to see how much money he had lost that day, but she was afraid if he had lost badly he would take it out on her as soon as she asked him, and there would be a long quarrel when he returned to the cabin. Thus, she didn’t dare get up rashly and only asked her son if he wanted to go down and pee.

Miss Su’s condemnation of Fang Hung-chien for being shameless was actually unjust. At that moment he was so embarrassed that it seemed to him that everybody on deck was watching him. Inwardly he blamed Miss Pao for being too overt in her behaviour and wished he could have said something to her about it. Although he was now twenty-seven and had been engaged before, he had had no training in love. His father had passed the second-degree examination6 under Manchu rule and was a prominent squire in his native district south of the Yangtze.7 Nine out of ten of the emigrants from this district living in big cities were now either blacksmiths, bean-curd makers or sedan-chair carriers. The most famous indigenous crafts were clay dolls; and for young men entering college, civil engineering was the most popular discipline. The intractability of iron, the insipidity of bean curd, the narrowness of sedan chairs and, in addition, the smell of earth could be called the local traits; even those who became rich or high officials lacked polish.

In the district a man named Chou had become wealthy from a blacksmith shop he opened in Shanghai. Together with some fellow villagers in the same business, he organized a small bank called the Golden Touch Bank,8 serving as manager himself. One year, remembering the saying about returning home clothed in glory, he chose the Ch’ing Ming Festival9 to return to his district to offer obeisance at the family temple, attend to the ancestral graves and make acquaintances with local notables. Since Fang Hung-chien’s father was one of the respected men in the community, in due time Chou paid him a visit. Thus they became friends and went on to become in-laws.

While Fang Hung-chien was still in high school, in compliance with his parents’ decision, he became engaged. He had never met his fiancée; merely viewing a bust photograph of her had left him feeling indifferent. Two years later he went to Peking to enter a university and had his first taste of co-education. Seeing couple after couple in love, he grew red-eyed with envy. When he thought how his fiancée had quit school after one year of high school to learn housekeeping at home in order to become a capable daughter-in-law, he felt an uncontrollable aversion toward her. Thus, bewailing his fate and feeling resentful toward his father, he went about in a half stupor for several days. Then suddenly he woke up, and mustering his courage, he wrote a letter home asking for release from the engagement.

Since he had received his father’s guidance in literary composition and placed second in the high-school general examination, his letter was couched in an elegant style without incorrectly using any of the various particles of literary Chinese. The letter went something like this: ‘I have of late been very restless and fitful, experiencing little joy and much grief. A feeling of ‘‘autumnal melancholy’’10 has suddenly possessed me, and every time I look into the mirror at my own reflection, so gaunt and dispirited, I feel it is not the face of one destined for longevity. I’m afraid my body can’t hold up much longer, and I may be the cause of a lifetime of regret for Miss Chou. I hope you, Father, will extend to me your understanding and sympathy and tactfully sever the ties that bind. Do not get angry and reject my plea and thus help bring me everlasting woe.’

Since he felt the wording of the letter was sad and entreating enough to move a heart of stone, he was quite unprepared for the express letter which came from his father. It gave him a severe scolding:


I did not begrudge the expense of sending you hundreds of miles away to study. If you devoted yourself to your studies as you should, would you still have the leisure to look in a mirror? You are not a woman, so what need do you have of a mirror? That sort of thing is for actors only. A real man who gazes at himself in the mirror will only be scorned by society. Never had I thought once you parted from me that you would pick up such base habits. Most deplorable and disgusting!

Moreover, it is said that ‘When one’s parents are still living, a son should not speak of getting old.’ You have no consideration for your parents, who hold you dearly in their hearts, but frighten them with the talk of death. This is certainly neglect of filial duties to the extreme! It can only be the result of your attending a co-educational school – seeing women around has put ideas in your head. The sight of girls has made you think of change. Though you make excuses about ‘autumnal melancholy’, I know full well that what ails you are the ‘yearnings of springtime’.11 Nothing can escape this old-timer’s sharp eye. If you carry on with this foolishness, I will cut off your funds and order you to discontinue your studies and return home. Next year you will get married at the same time as your brother. Give careful thought to my words and take them to heart.



Fang Hung-chien was shaken to the core, never expecting his father to be quite so shrewd. He wasted no time in getting off a reply begging forgiveness and explained that the mirror was his roommate’s and not something he had bought himself. Within the last few days, after taking some American cod liver oil pills and German vitamin tablets, his health and spirits had taken a turn for the better, and his face had filled out, he assured his father, except that the high cost of medicine had been more than he could afford. As for his marriage, he would like to ask that it be postponed until after his graduation. For one thing, it would interfere with his schooling; for another he was still unable to support a family and would not feel right about adding to his father’s responsibilities.

When his father received the letter, which proved that the father’s authority had reached across several hundred miles, his father was extremely gratified. In high spirits, his father sent him a sum of money so he could buy tonic medicine. From then on, he buried his feelings and dared not indulge in vain hopes. He began reading Schopenhauer and would often say wisely to his classmates, ‘Where is romantic love in the world? It’s entirely the reproductive urge.’ In no time at all he was a senior in college and was to marry the year following his graduation.

One day an express letter came from his father. It read as follows: ‘I have just received a telegram from your father-in-law. I was greatly shocked to learn that Shu-ying was stricken with typhoid fever, and due to the negligence of a Western-trained doctor, she passed away at four o’clock in the afternoon on the thirteenth of this month. I am deeply sorry. Marriage was so close at hand; all good things have unexpected setbacks. It is all due to your lack of good fortune.’

The postscript read: ‘This may be a blessing in disguise.12 If you had married three years earlier, this would have cost us a large sum of money. But with a family of such virtue as ours, if the marriage had taken place earlier, perhaps Shu-ying would have been spared this calamity and lived a long life. One’s marriage is predestined, and you have no cause to be overly grieved. You should, however, send a letter of condolence to your father-in-law.’

Fang Hung-chien read this with the joy of a pardoned criminal. But for the girl whose life had been cut short he felt a tinge of pity. While exulting in his own freedom, he wanted to help lessen others’ grief. He therefore wrote a long letter of commiseration to his would-be father-in-law.

When Mr Chou received the letter, he felt that the young man knew etiquette, and so he instructed the bank’s chief-secretary Mr Wang to send a reply. When Chief-secretary Wang read Fang Hung-chien’s letter, he had high praise for his boss’s would-be son-in-law, remarking that the young man’s calligraphy and literary style were both excellent, and that the expression of his feelings for the deceased was deep and genuine, indicative of a very kind heart and talent that would take him far. Delighted with all this, Chou instructed Wang to reply in the following manner: ‘Although my daughter was never wed, our in-law relationship will remain unchanged. I had but one daughter and had originally planned to give her a grand wedding. Now I am going to give the entire amount, which I had set aside for the wedding and the dowry, along with the earnings from investments made with your family’s betrothal present – altogether a sum of over twenty thousand dollars or one thousand three hundred British pounds – to finance your education abroad after your graduation from college next year.’

Even in his dreams Fang Hung-chien had never conceived of such a stroke of good fortune and felt profound gratitude toward his deceased fiancée. He was a worthless sort, who could never learn civil engineering, and while at the university he had switched his major from sociology to philosophy before finally settling down as a Chinese literature major.

It may sound a bit absurd for someone majoring in Chinese to go abroad for advanced study. In fact, however, it is only for those studying Chinese literature that it is absolutely necessary to study abroad, since all other subjects such as mathematics, physics, philosophy, psychology, economics and law, which have been imported from abroad, have already been Westernized. Chinese literature, the only native product, is still in need of a foreign trademark before it can hold its own, just as Chinese officials and merchants have to convert the money they have fleeced at home into foreign exchange to maintain the original value of the national currency.

During his stay in Europe, Fang Hung-chien did not spend his time transcribing the Tun-huang manuscripts13 or visiting the Yung-lo collections14 or looking for relevant documents on the T’ai-p’ing Heavenly Kingdom.15 Within four years he had gone the rounds of three universities: London, Paris and Berlin. He took a few courses here and there, and though his interests were fairly broad, he gained nothing at all in the way of knowledge, mostly dissipating his life away in idleness. In the spring of the fourth year, with only three hundred pounds left in the bank, he decided to return home in the summer.

His father had written asking him if he had received his Ph.D. and when he would be coming home. He replied with a long letter denouncing the Ph.D. title as having absolutely no practical value. His father did not see it that way at all, but now that his son had grown up, he hesitated to threaten him again with paternal authority, and merely said that he knew perfectly well titles were useless and that he would never force his son to get one, but his son had a duty toward Mr Chou, who had invested a large sum of money in his education. A few days later, Fang Hung-chien also received a letter from his father-in-law, which said in effect: ‘A worthy son-in-law like you with talent and learning and a reputation extending far and wide does not need to flaunt a Ph.D. But your father passed the Manchu second-degree examination and therefore it seems only fitting that you become the foreign equivalent of the third-degree holder, following in your father’s footsteps and even surpassing him. Then I too would share in your glory.’

Finding himself pressured on both sides, Fang Hung-chien finally realized the importance of a foreign diploma. This diploma, it seemed, would function the same as Adam and Eve’s figleaf. It could hide a person’s shame and wrap up his disgrace. This tiny square of paper could cover his shallowness, ignorance and stupidity. Without it, it was as if he were spiritually stark naked and had nothing to bundle up in. But as for getting a degree at that point, whether by studying toward it himself or hiring a ghost writer to write a dissertation, there was neither time nor money. A Ph.D. from the nearby University of Hamburg was considered the easiest to muddle through, but even that required six months. He could just go ahead and deceive his family by saying he’d received a Ph.D., but then he was afraid that he couldn’t fool his father and father-in-law. As one who had passed the old second-degree examination, his father would want to see the official ‘announcement’. His father-in-law, a businessman, would want to see the ‘title deed’. Unable to think of a solution, he was prepared to return home brazen-faced and tell them that he had not obtained a degree.

One day as he was going to the Chinese bibliography section of the Berlin library to see a German friend, he noticed on the floor a large stack of periodicals published in Shanghai during the first years of the Republic of China, including The Eastern Miscellany, Short Story Monthly, The Grand China and the Women’s Magazine. Having stopped to leaf leisurely through one, he happened to see an advertisement with Chinese and English parallel texts placed by the ‘Correspondence Division of the Carleton Institute of Law and Commerce’ in the city of New York. It stated that for those Chinese students who had the desire to study abroad but no opportunity to do so, the school had special correspondence courses, upon completion of which certificate equivalents of the BA, MA or Ph.D. degrees would be granted. The brochures would be forwarded immediately upon request by writing to such and such a number and on such and such a street in New York City.

Fang’s heart skipped a beat. As a good twenty years had elapsed since the date of the advertisement, he had no way of knowing whether the school still existed or not. At any rate sending off a letter of inquiry won’t cost much, he thought.

The man who had placed the advertisement was actually a swindler. Since no Chinese was ever taken in, he had dropped it for another line of business and had died some time ago. The apartment he had lived in was now rented to an Irishman, with all the Irish irresponsibility, quick wit and poverty. It is said that an Irishman’s fortune consists of his two breasts and two buttocks, but this one, being a tall, thin Bernard Shaw-type of man, did not have much breast or buttocks. When he came upon Fang’s letter in his mailbox, he thought the mailman had made a mistake. But the address was clearly his; so, full of curiosity, he opened the letter. Greatly puzzled, he mulled over it for a while, then leaped for joy.

He quickly borrowed a typewriter from a tabloid reporter next door and typed out the following reply: ‘Since you have been studying in a university in Europe, your level of achievement must be quite high, making it unnecessary for you to go through the correspondence procedures. You need only send a 10,000-word dissertation and enclose five hundred US dollars. After evaluating your qualifications, we will immediately forward to you a Ph.D. degree diploma. Letters can be addressed to myself without having to write the name of the school. Signed, Patrick Mahoney.’ Underneath his name he conferred upon himself four or five doctoral titles.

When Fang saw the letter was written on ordinary stationery without the name of the school engraved on it, and as the contents clearly showed the school to be fraudulent, he put it aside and forgot about it. The Irishman meanwhile grew impatient and sent off another letter stating that if Fang found the price too high, the price could be negotiated. He himself had always loved China, and as an educator, he was particularly averse to profit-seeking. Fang mulled it over for a while, suspecting that the Irishman was undoubtedly up to tricks. If he bought a bogus diploma and went back to dupe other people with it, wouldn’t he himself be a fraud? But, remember, Fang had once been a philosophy major, and to a philosophy major lying and cheating were not always immoral. In Plato’s Ideal State soldiers were justified in fooling the enemy, doctors in fooling their patients, and officials in fooling the people. A sage like Confucius had pretended to be ill in order to trick Ju Pei into leaving,16 and even Mencius had lied to King Hsüan of Ch’i and pretended that he was ill.17 Since both his father and his father-in-law hoped he would become a Ph.D., how could he, a son and son-in-law, dare disappoint them? Buying a degree to deceive them was like purchasing an official rank in Manchu times,18 or like the merchants of a British colony contributing a few ten thousand pound notes to the royal exchequer in exchange for a knighthood, he reasoned. Every dutiful son and worthy son-in-law should seek to please his elders by bringing glory to the family. In any case, when later it came time for him to look for a job, he would never include this degree in his résumé. He might as well try slashing the price, and if the Irishman refused, he could then forget the whole thing and avoid turning into a fraud himself. So he replied that he would pay one hundred US dollars, making a thirty-dollar down payment, and when the diploma was delivered, he would send the rest, and that thirty or more other Chinese students were also interested in dealing with ‘your honourable school’ in the same manner.

At first, the Irishman would not agree. Later, realizing that Fang’s decision was firm, and having ascertained from local sources that American doctoral titles were indeed fashionable in China, he gradually became convinced that there really were thirty-odd Chinese muddleheads in Europe wanting to buy a degree from him. He also learned that there were a number of organizations engaged in the same business, such as the University of the East, Eastern United States of America University, the Intercollegiate University and the Truth University, where one could buy an MA diploma for as little as ten US dollars, while the College of Divine Metaphysics offered a bargain package of three types of Ph.D. diplomas. All these were formally accredited and registered schools with which he could never hope to compete. Therefore, keeping his objective of low profits but wide markets in mind, he came to terms with Fang Hung-chien. When he received the thirty dollars, he printed up forty or fifty diplomas, filled one out, and sent it to Fang. In an accompanying letter he pressed Fang to send the balance and to inform the others to apply to him.

Fang replied that, after making a careful investigation, he had found no such school in the United States and that the diploma amounted to waste paper. But he would be lenient toward a first offender and not press charges in hopes that the Irishman would repent and reform himself. Nonetheless, he did send the Irishman ten extra US dollars to help tide the Irishman over while changing to another line of work.

The Irishman was so enraged that he cursed without stop, got drunk and red-eyed and sought to pick a fight with any Chinese he could find. The incident may well mark China’s sole victory over the foreigners since she began to have foreign relations or signed her first treaty of commerce.

Afterwards, Fang went to a photo studio, donned the German doctoral robe and had a four-inch picture taken. He sent a copy each to his father and father-in-law. In a letter he reiterated how all his life he had hated the title of doctor and that while this time he could not avoid the convention, it was not worth mentioning his degree to others.

He returned to France where he enjoyed himself a few weeks, then bought a second-class steamship ticket for the return trip home. After boarding the ship at Marseilles, he discovered that he was the only Chinese travelling second class and was lonely and bored. The Chinese students in the third class felt that he, being a student too, was just flaunting his wealth by travelling second class, and they eyed him with some hostility. Learning of an empty berth in the cabin of a Vietnamese, he made arrangements with the purser to give up his original cabin and go sleep in third class, while still taking his meals in the second class.

Among the Chinese on board, the only one he knew from China was Miss Su, who had studied French literature at Lyons. She had written her dissertation on eighteen Chinese poets of the colloquial style19 and had just received her doctorate. When Fang and she were classmates at college, she had never even noticed the existence of the little nobody Fang Hung-chien. In those days she valued her affection too highly to bestow it casually. Now, however, she was just like the person who has some fine clothes made and, saving them for good occasions, locks them in a chest. Then one or two years later she suddenly finds their style and design are out of fashion and is filled with disappointment and regret. Before, she had had her heart set on studying abroad and despised those suitors for their lack of prospects, since they were merely college graduates. But now that she was a woman Ph.D., she felt the loneliness of her lofty perch, which was higher than anyone dared climb. She knew a little about Fang’s family background; and observing that he was a nice person and didn’t seem to lack money, she thought she might use the trip to give him an opportunity to get near her. She never guessed that her cabinmate, Miss Pao, would beat her to him.

Miss Pao was born and raised in Macao and was said to have Portuguese blood. To say she had ‘Portuguese blood’ was the same as for the Japanese to claim they have native culture,20 or for an author who has plagiarized a foreign play to declare in his revised version, ‘copyright reserved, translations forbidden’, since the Portuguese blood had Chinese ingredients mixed in it from the start. But to judge from Miss Pao’s figure, her Portuguese mother may also have had Arab blood inherited indirectly from Spain. Miss Pao had a very slender waist, which fitted exactly the standard of feminine beauty the Arab poet praised and described at length in Arabian Nights: ‘Her waist was slender, her hips were heavy and did weight her down whene’er she would rise.’ Under her long eyelashes was a pair of sleepy, seemingly drunken, dreamy, big smiling eyes; her full, round upper lip seemed to be angrily pouting at a lover. Her fiancé Dr Li, without any sense of prudence, had given her the money to study obstetrics in London by herself. The Portuguese have a saying that for a lucky man the firstborn is always a girl (A homen ventureiro a filha lhe nasce primeiro), because when the girl grows up, she will be handy around the house and look after her younger brothers and sisters; thus before her marriage she saves her parents the expense of hiring a maid. Miss Pao was used to being at her parents’ beck and call. Being clever, she realized that she would have to find her own opportunity and seek her own happiness by herself. She therefore chose to become engaged to a man twelve years older, so she could have the chance to go abroad. The British are accustomed to seeing fair skin, so when they saw her dark, though not black, colour with its rich, spicy attractiveness, they thought she was a true Oriental beauty. She believed herself to be very seductive, so she was very quickly and easily seduced. Fortunately, being a medical student, she did not take these affairs seriously or get into any trouble. After two years in England she was now returning to get married and set up a joint practice with her husband. Once aboard the ship, the Chinese students found out she carried a British passport issued by the Hong Kong government, which meant she was not a Chinese citizen, so they did not quite warm to her. Since she couldn’t speak French and didn’t care to talk about home with the third-class Cantonese waiters, she felt terribly bored. She saw Fang was a second-class passenger and thought he might make a good companion to while away the time during the trip.

Miss Su, who pictured herself in the words of the familiar saying, ‘as delectable as peach and plum and as cold as frost and ice’,21 decided she would allow Fang to gaze humbly at her in admiration and then prostrate himself to beg for her love. Who would have thought that while the temperature hovered around 100 degrees every day, this sweet, cool ice-cream manner of hers was completely ineffective. By merely letting drop one lighthearted remark, Miss Pao had Fang hooked. The day after Fang had moved to the third class, he went up on deck for a stroll and happened to run into Miss Pao, who was leaning against the ship’s railing by herself and taking in a breath of air. He greeted her and struck up a conversation. Before he had said more than a sentence or two, Miss Pao remarked with a smile, ‘Mr Fang, you remind me of my fiancé. You look so much like him!’

She made him feel both embarrassed and pleased. When an attractive woman says you look like her fiancé, it is tantamount to saying that if she were not engaged, you would be qualified to win her love. A real cynic might interpret this as meaning: she already has a fiancé, so you can enjoy a fiancé’s privileges without having to fulfil the obligation of marrying her. Be that as it may, from that point on, their friendship grew with the speed of a tropical plant. All the other Chinese men students teased Fang and made him treat everyone to iced coffee and beer.

Although Fang was inwardly critical of Miss Pao for her immodest behaviour, he was also excited by her. When he turned his head and saw Miss Su and Mrs Sun’s empty chairs, he was thankful the cigarette incident had passed without their notice.

That evening it became windy, and the ship began pitching slightly. After ten o’clock only four or five couples were on deck, hiding in the shadows from the gleam of lights, murmuring sweet words to each other. Fang and Miss Pao strolled along side by side in silence. As a big wave violently shook the ship, she nearly lost her balance. He then hooked his arm around her waist, and staying close to the railing, he kissed her hungrily. Her lips were ready, her body submissive. This stolen kiss, hurried and rough, gradually settled into a full and comfortable one. She deftly pushed aside his arm, and breathing heavily said, ‘You’re suffocating me. I have a cold and can’t breathe. You got away with it cheap. You haven’t even begged for my love!’

‘I’ll make it up by begging for it now, all right?’ Like all men without love experience, he considered the word ‘love’ much too noble and solemn to be used casually on women. He only felt he wanted her, not that he loved her, thus this evasiveness in his reply.

‘Anyway, you haven’t anything nice to say. You can’t get away with that same old line.’

‘When you put your mouth against mine and I say something to you, those words pass right into your heart without having to take the long way around, making a turn and going in through your ear.’

‘I’m not going to be fooled by you! If you have something to say, say it like a gentleman. That’s enough for today. If you behave yourself, tomorrow I –’

He wasn’t paying any attention and again put his arm around her waist. Suddenly the ship lurched sideways. He had not taken hold of the railing and nearly pulled her down with him. At the same time, in the shadows, the other women let out shrill cries. Miss Pao took advantage of the situation and slipped away, saying, ‘I feel cold. I think I will go on down. See you tomorrow’ – leaving him alone on deck.

Dark clouds had already formed in the sky, disclosing here and there a few stars. The storm sounded like a man greedily gulping his food; the broad open sea of the daytime had now been completely digested in the even vaster night. Against this background the tumult in a man’s heart shrinks to nothingness. Only a well of hope for the morrow, which has not yet descended into the vastness, illuminates itself like the speck of light from a firefly in the dark depths of boundless, roaring waves.

From that day on, Fang often ate his meals in the third class. Miss Su’s attitude toward him visibly cooled, so he asked Miss Pao in private why Miss Su had been snubbing him lately. Miss Pao laughed at him for being such a simpleton, adding, ‘I can guess why, but I won’t tell you so you won’t get more stuck up.’

He said
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